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1. Introduction
Most non-English major students demon-
strate a strong analytical understanding of
English. Yet, while possessing some knowledge
of grammar and vocabulary, they quite often
lack the fluency and strategic components that
enable them to translate that knowledge into
smooth and effective oral communication. Ac-
cordingly, there has long been a consensus in
second language learning that not only lan-
guage input is essential for normal language
learning, but there is also the need for a specific
kind of language output, such as conversational
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practice (Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991; Pica,
1994; Swain & Lapkin, 1995). In recent years
some commercial textbooks have endeavored to
incorporate Canale & Swain’s (1980) notion of
communicative competence into their design.
The numerous difficulties encountered by
teachers who have attempted to encourage com-
municative activities in their classrooms how-
ever has continued to be expressed in the litera-
ture (Sakui, 2007; Wee & Jacobs, 2006). Issues
such as problematic classroom management,
low motivation, and students’ incapacity to
demonstrate communicative ability in unre-
hearsed conversations are pervasive in both
high school and university contexts. With care-
ful consideration of the instructional approach,
however, (see Myskow et al., 2008 for specific
suggestions on classroom management), the in-
corporation of a communicative element into
the syllabus − even with large university
classes − can be less of a struggle to overcome.
This article presents the results of a
thirteen-week course of study that was de-
signed to incorporate a ten-minute conversa-
tional component into an existing syllabus. The
goal was to develop the students’ ability to hold
an unrehearsed conversation with a peer while
adhering to the communicative principles that
are common to native speaker conversation. In
addition, the article presents and discusses ex-
amples of the syllabus materials used and offers
suggestions for their effective implementation.
2. Key Areas for Consideration in Conversa-
tional Development
Language teachers have always been con-
cerned with establishing whether their teach-
ing and materials are effectively promoting the
development of fluency. Will the textbooks and
the tasks they contain enable the students to
communicate effectively once they have stepped
outside the classroom? In other words, do our
means facilitate the ends? In order to help us
address this question there are certain matters
closely related to the development of conversa-
tional ability that need to be considered.
2.1 Context of Learning
The opportunities available for conversa-
tional development broadly depend upon the fo-
cus of language instruction in the classroom
and the degree to which the language can be ex-
perienced in the broader community. Given the
focus of many high school English classes on
translation and discreet point testing of gram-
matical items, the vast majority of university
students have developed only an analytical un-
derstanding of English. That is, they often pos-
sess some knowledge of grammar and vocabu-
lary yet lack the fluency that would enable
them to translate that knowledge into smooth
and effective communication. While there have
been many prominent studies that have demon-
strated the efficacy of grammatical instruction
(for example, Doughty, 1991; Pica, 1985), there
have also been those which have shown the
strongest gains were made by students who had
received both grammar instruction and commu-
nicative practice (Montgomery & Eisenstein,
1986).
Of course, performing well orally is not con-
tingent upon knowledge of grammar and vo-
cabulary or speaking practice alone. Students
also need to be able to make sense of the lan-
guage input (grammar, vocabulary, and in-
tended meaning) they hear in order to respond
appropriately. While there are no doubt plenti-
ful opportunities in the EFL classroom for the
kind of comprehensible input proposed by
Krashen (1981), the EFL context in many re-
spects limits a student’s exposure to real exam-
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ples of the target language and opportunities
available for regular and reflective practice out-
side of the classroom. It is clearly necessary,
therefore, to provide students with a variety of
opportunities for both language input and lan-
guage output − a view which has long been sup-
ported by prominent researchers in the field of
second language acquisition (Larsen-Freeman
& Long, 1991; Pica, 1994; Swain & Lapkin,
1995).
2.2 Hypothesis Testing and Noticing
In the Japanese EFL classroom, as stu-
dents test out their knowledge of the English
language system in both writing and speech,
they receive feedback from their interlocutors
(teacher and peers) as to the effectiveness of
their communications − is their writing compre-
hensible or was their utterance understood?
The noticing (Schmidt, 1994) of learners’ own
errors as well as forcing the learner to make
grammatical and lexical decisions (Larsen-
Freeman & Long, 1991; Swain & Lapkin, 1995)
through communicative activities, can provide
the necessary attention to grammatical form
and a continued awareness of their own devel-
oping language ability. This approach is said to
facilitate the progressive narrowing of the gap
between the learner’s native language and the
target language. While the concept of noticing
has been criticized for a lack of empirical data
to validate it (Cross, 2002), it is, nevertheless, a
useful concept to guide our current understand-
ing of how students might be interacting with
the language they are learning and how the oc-
currence of that language in comprehensible
contexts can reduce attrition and facilitate lan-
guage development.
2.3 First Language Interference & Interlanguage
In spite of the grammar and vocabulary
taught in English classes, however, transfer
from the learner’s native language can have a
significant impact on the degree to which they
are able, at any one point in their learning, to
acquire, and use for communicative purposes,
the target language. When communicating, de-
ficiencies or gaps in target language are usually
bridged by the application of the first language
system. Put another way, when a Japanese stu-
dent’s knowledge of a grammatical rule in the
target language is insufficient, they might still
attempt communication by applying English vo-
cabulary to the syntactic or grammatical struc-
ture of Japanese. For instance, in the Japanese
language, the structure that is often considered
the equivalent of the present progressive is ac-
tually used to describe daily routines yet in the
English language the present simple is gener-
ally used. Excluding the possibility of perform-
ance errors, the utterance, “Every day I am go-
ing to school ” (in Japanese, mainichi gakko ni
itte imasu) is likely to indicate an insufficient
knowledge of how to appropriately employ this
grammar to fulfill the communicative function
− albeit a worthy attempt to communicate.
Interlanguage (Selinker, 1972), therefore,
refers to the independent developing system of
rules that lie somewhere between the learner’s
native language and the target language.
Through the course of their study, as students
develop more understanding of how the target
language is used, they progressively (yet not al-
ways linearly) adjust this interlingual system to
more closely approximate that of the target lan-
guage (Corder, 1978).
2.4 Strategic Competence
While theoretical concepts such as interlan-
guage can assist in clarifying the role first lan-
guage plays when communicating in a foreign
language, another important area that has re-
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ceived much attention over the last three dec-
ades is that of strategic competence and the
centrality of conversation strategies to the proc-
ess of effective communication.
Described in much of the early research as
verbal or non-verbal devices for bridging the
gaps in L2 proficiency (Tarone, 1977), conversa-
tion strategies (see Figure 3 for examples) have
come to be viewed more as risk-taking, achieve-
ment orientated strategies that serve in the ne-
gotiation of meaning (Tarone, 1980), the en-
hancement of effective communication (Canale,
1983; Faerch & Kasper, 1984), and for the
maintenance of conversational interactions
(Nakatani, 2005).
Dornyei and Thurall (1991) claim, develop-
ment in this area largely determines the con-
versational fluency of the student. McGillick
(1993) goes one step further by suggesting that
it is the obligation of teachers to make students
aware of such strategies and their role in con-
versation. The value of teaching these strate-
gies is further highlighted by the results of
Nakatani’s (2005) experimental study of 62
EFL students which indicated that communica-
tive practice alone was insufficient in develop-
ing conversational ability. Students receiving
strategy development were more able to negoti-
ate meaning and maintain a conversation.
The development of conversation strategies
would appear, therefore, central to effective in-
struction in a foreign language. There has been
much discussion in the literature regarding the
various taxonomies of conversation strategies
(Corder, 1981; Dornyei & Scott, 1997; Dornyei
& Thurall, 1994; Tarone, 1977; Yarmohammadi
& Seif, 1992) and their place in a syllabus of
study with some limited discussion of classroom
activities (Dornyei & Thurall, 1991, 1994).
Bridging the divide between syllabus sugges-
tions and the classroom in order to integrate
the instruction of conversational strategies into
a sustained and systematic course of study has
remained, for many teachers, somewhat of a
challenge.
3. Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to measure
non-English major, second-year Japanese uni-
versity students’ development in general con-
versational ability using a syllabus containing
pre-determined sociolinguistic and strategic as-
pects of communicative competence. This would
inform the researchers as to what degree the
students can learn an intensive syllabus of such
components and draw on them in initiating,
maintaining, and closing a conversation accord-
ing to communicative principles. To determine
this, the following research questions were
posed:
1) To what degree can students accurately pro-
duce appropriate sociolinguistic and strate-
gic responses on an indirect test of general
conversational ability?
2) To what degree can students draw on such
syllabus components to initiate, maintain,
and close a one-minute conversation with a




In total, 57 second year non-English major
university students were comprehensively se-
lected from two of the researcher’s classes. All
were Japanese females and were taking the
English lesson as a required course for one class





Prior to instruction, participants were ad-
ministered an indirect oral pre-test (Figure 1) of
their communicative ability which incorporated
the vast majority of conversation strategies con-
tained in the syllabus (Figure 2). In week 15,
the same indirect post-test was again adminis-
tered and the gain scores analyzed. Students
were not aware of the purposes for pre−testing
and post-testing.
As students had neither met their teacher
nor their classmates, the researchers decided
that a direct test administered at the start of se-
mester (where students sit face-to-face and are
asked to hold a conversation) would not have
produced reliable results due to student inhibi-
tions being particularly high during this period.
Instead, the direct test of oral communication
was administered at the end of semester only.
The learning activity students engaged in
over the course of the semester was referred to
as Peer Talk and is designed to give students
the opportunity for free conversation during
which they have the opportunity to incorporate
their learned conversation expressions and
strategies into a meaningful conversation with
their peers. As learners test out their develop-
ing language hypotheses in a non-intimidating
context, they receive feedback from their peers
as to the effectiveness of their communication,
Figure1
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that is, was their utterance understood? And,
did they effectively communicate their intended
meaning? Importantly, the researchers did not
prescribe a conversation topic in order to avoid
restricting students to a conversational area in
which they might have little interest or would
have too much difficulty expressing themselves.
Where topics were suggested, these were pre-
sented as conversation starters such as, “So,
what did you do last weekend?”
The procedures for the instructional proc-
ess of Peer Talk were conducted as follows
(time: 10 minutes):
4.2.1 Weeks two to five:
1) Students are directed to their conversation
strategies syllabus as the teacher fronts an
explanation of the week’s teaching point.
2) Standing (to encourage attention and pro-
vide focus), in groups of four (A, B, C, D stu-
dents) learners pair off (A & B and C & D) to
practice the shadow role-play (Figure 3). It
is important to note that prior to this step,
students are normally sitting in their rows.
When group or pair work is required, stu-
dents simply turn to face their predeter-
mined groups or partners. This is an effec-
tive means by which to organize the class as
it enables teachers to efficiently arrange stu-
dents into particular groupings with mini-
mal disruption.
3) When the first pairs complete their role-
play, they turn and continue with their next
partner. In this case, A & D and B & C. Once
completed, they turn and face their next
partner, A & C and B & D.
4) When all students have finished their con-
versations, they sit down. This indicates to
the teacher which groups have finished and
encourages the remaining ones to hurry
along.
4.2.2 Weeks six to fourteen − Peer Talk:
1) Students are directed to their conversation
strategies syllabus as the teacher fronts an
explanation of the week’s teaching point.
2) Following step one above, from the front of
the classroom the teacher then coaches stu-
dents on specific aspects of the Peer Talk
test rubric (Figure 4) and other aspects of
conversation. To increase instrumental mo-
tivation, students are informed they will
take a direct oral examination at the end of
the semester and be graded using the test
rubric.
3) In groups of four (A, B, C, D students) stu-
dents pair off (A & B, C & D). A timer on the
blackboard is set to one minute and the first
pairs in each group simultaneously engage
in free conversation.
4) At the end of the time, the teacher provides
any remedial feedback necessary and starts
from step 4 again. This time pairs A & D and
B & C converse. This step is then repeated
for pairs A & C and B & D. (This system of





operative Learning structure called Cross
Box.)
5) To encourage participation and accountabil-
ity, after the class has completed the activ-
ity, the teacher may randomly select either a
pair of students to stand and hold a conver-
sation, or the teacher might choose to hold a
conversation with one student.
In week 15, pairs of students were ran-
domly selected by the teacher to sit the direct
test of communicative ability which consisted of
a one-minute unrehearsed Peer Talk conversa-
tion (see test rubric Figure 4). Importantly, stu-
dents had received the Peer Talk test rubric in
week six and were instructed to study it each
week during the class. They were further in-
formed that it would be used in the examination
in week 15.
4.3 Analysis
Using SPSS software, a paired T-Test was
conducted to compare the pre and post-test
means of the group. Where the F value indi-
cated the gain difference in means was statisti-
cally significant, effect size was calculated via
the Eta squared formula to determine the de-
gree of importance. The magnitude was inter-
preted as 0.01=small effect, 0.06=moderate ef-
fect, and 0.14=large effect (Cohen, 1988). Alpha
levels were set at p< .05.
5. Results
5.1 To what degree can students accurately pro-
duce appropriate sociolinguistic and strategic
responses on an indirect test of general con-
versational ability?
A paired-samples T-Test was conducted in
order to evaluate the impact of instruction on
students’ scores on the indirect pre-test and
post−test. The pre-test and post-test means
shown in Table 1 indicate there was a statisti-
cally significant increase in scores between the
pre-test (M=12.60, SD=6.69) and post-test (M=
25.12, SD=4.69), t(56)=−16.13, p<.0005 (two-
tailed). The mean increase in scores was 12.52
with a 95% confidence interval ranging from
10.97 to 14.08. The magnitude of the difference
in the means was significantly large (eta
squared=0.80) indicating that the results are
both significant and meaningful, confirming
Figure 4
Direct Test Peer Talk Rubric
Table 1 Paired-Samples T-Test of the Students' Raw
Score Performance* on the Indirect Pre-test
and Post-Tests (N=57)
M SD df t Effect Sizea
Pre 12.60 6.686 56 −16.133** .80
Post 25.12 4.691
* Maximum Possible Score=34
** p<.0005.
a Eta squared.
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students benefited considerably from their
course of study.
5.2 To what degree can students draw on such
syllabus components to initiate, maintain, and
close a one-minute conversation with a ran-
domly selected partner in a direct test of gen-
eral conversational ability?
A direct test of conversational ability was
administered as the final examination. The raw
score results (maximum score possible=28) from
the direct test indicate M=20.93, SD=4.12, N=
60. This was 75% represented as an overall per-
centage.
6. Discussion
According to the results, the students made
significant gains in the post-test. This is a very
strong indication that the syllabus, materials,
and instruction were effective. While it cannot
be determined without isolating each of these
variables (in control and experimental group re-
search) which had the most significant effect on
the students’ learning, it is clear from this
study that the students have become proficient
in the syllabus content to a significant degree
and were able to demonstrate this in both the
indirect and direct test of communicative abil-
ity.
Additionally, it can be seen from the stan-
dard deviations in Table 1 that while both the
pre-test and post-test scores indicate that the
class remain somewhat heterogeneous, there is
also the indication in the lower post-test stan-
dard deviation that a larger majority of student
scores are now grouped more closely around the
mean. One reason for this could have been that
stronger students who scored particularly high
on the pre-test (thereby increasing the standard
deviation), did not do so on the post-test, scoring
closer to the class average (thereby reducing the
standard deviation). However, a closer exami-
nation of the individual raw scores showed that
all but one student (who scored perfectly on
both the pre-test and post-test) made gains − in
most cases substantially − over the course of
the semester. It is more likely, therefore, that
the class, as a whole, by scoring more highly on
the post-test became more homogenously
grouped around a higher class average. In
terms of the American slogan, “No child left be-
hind”, this is certainly an encouraging result as
it shows all students have improved.
While data from only one of the researchers
was used in the current study, the same sylla-
bus was also being taught in other classes. It
was reported here that not only were there posi-
tive results regarding test and examination
scores, but also that in spite of the classes being
taught in both first and second periods motiva-
tion was considerably high (and attendance!),
which increased as the semester progressed.
Given that the students share the same first
language and that the Peer Talk activity re-
quires the students to use only English (in or-
der to encourage the hypothesis testing, notic-
ing, and negotiation of meaning), it is essential
that students are sufficiently motivated to en-
gage enthusiastically in the task, which these
groups appear to have been.
There were several ways in which teachers
made efforts to maintain motivation. Firstly,
providing a structured sociolinguistic and stra-
tegic syllabus allowed students to build on pre-
vious learning and progress continuously,
which might have increased intrinsic motiva-
tion for further study. In addition, by guiding
the students through controlled role-plays to
freer communication in Peer Talk it was possi-
ble for them to develop both language skills and
confidence. Further, the sociolinguistic aspects
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of the syllabus that helped ‘smooth’ communica-
tion as well as the conversation strategies that
served to sustain the interaction gave students
greater confidence to hold their conversations
maintaining the all important English only
rule. Importantly, the Cooperative Structure
‘Cross Box’ provided the opportunity for succes-
sive chances to improve on the previous conver-
sations, a variety of speaking partners, and
clear uncomplicated task goals. Finally, the in-
strumental motivation of both a teacher check
at the end of the task as well as a final exami-
nation matched exactly to their syllabus of
study may have encouraged these students to
become actively involved.
7. Conclusions
The vast majority of non-English major stu-
dents have only an analytical understanding of
English, that is, they possess knowledge of
grammar and vocabulary, but lack the skill
component, which enables them to translate
that knowledge into smooth and effective oral
communication. In order to encourage meaning-
ful communication among students, it is clear
we need to provide them with a variety of op-
portunities for language output. This can range
from the confidence building, semi−controlled
role-plays (common to textbooks and the initial
materials used in weeks two to five of the pre-
sent study) to more cognitively demanding, in-
teractive activities such as Peer Talk (used in
weeks six to fourteen) in which students are re-
quired to pay attention to what they hear in or-
der to maintain a meaningful conversation. By
requiring students to make their own decisions
about how and what they say, we are encourag-
ing them to draw on their tentatively acquired
knowledge of grammar and vocabulary and
make choices as to what is effective when com-
municating. As many educators know from
their own language studies, speaking the lan-
guage forces us to try out our ideas about how
the target language actually works, and in do-
ing so provides us with feedback and encourage-
ment from our partners.
In the Japanese EFL context where stu-
dents normally share the same first language
and where varying levels of motivation can ex-
ist, it is of primary importance that we both en-
courage the meaningful use of English between
students, and importantly provide them with
the conversational strategies and tools to be
successful in doing so. Given the appropriate
tools and task conditions, students will have
greater opportunities to engage in more mean-
ingful interactions.
EFL students need to develop a new view of
oral classes that does not involve a solely aca-
demic approach to the study of English. Rather,
one that engenders a spirit of experimental risk-
taking in order to achieve the fluency and com-
munication skills which most of our students
expect from their investment in language learn-
ing. It is hoped, therefore, that in some way the
results of this current study will encourage in-
structors to incorporate such regular fluency
based instruction into their present curriculum.
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